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Abstract 
The European Union has allocated a considerable part of cohesion-policies funds to urban development, recognising 
urban areas as key-components for social and economic development. They represent at the same time the engine of 
economy and the social unrest - such as poverty, unemployment and exclusion - the environmental concerns - such as 
pollution, resource management, urban planning to the maximum extent. Hence there is the need of a sustainable, 
functional and flexible urban approach to the development, which can meet the different local needs, overcoming 
metric definitions to classify the manifold connotations of urban agglomerations, characterized by a close network of 
formal, informal, concrete and virtual relations extending beyond geographic and administrative boundaries to reach 
an easy territorial management according to the principle of a variable geometry. Only taking up the challenge of an 
integrated approach, in order to realize a smart sustainable and inclusive society, the European urban network can 
become a catalyst of innovation and creativity. The Metropolitan City plays a primary role in terms of attractiveness 
and allocation of resources for development. It can also be a suitable reference framework for the economic recovery 
with the aim of defining and address the development in relation to the typical features in order to make it competitive 
both at national and international level. 
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1. European policies and Metropolitan Areas 
 
The subject of metropolitan areas and their organization is seriously considered at European level, and among the 
many studies, it is worthwhile quoting the document of the European Commission of 2011 Cities of Tomorrow. 
In it the strategic importance of an administrative reorganization is stressed with a view to a competitive relaunch 
both of economy and social life. Within the cohesion-policy, urban areas are acknowledged as key-components for 
social and economic development of the Union. With the Single European Act of 1987, the EU has started a social 
and economic cohesion-policy with the aim of overcoming economic, social and territorial unbalances between 
Member States, as art. 130A quotes: the Community shall aim to reduce the gap between the development levels of 
the various regions and the backwardness of the least favoured regions. The European Regional Development Fund, 
provided by art. 130C, is destined to correct these unbalances through participation in the development and structural 
adjustment of regions whose development is lagging behind and in the conversion of declining industrial regions. 
Within the seven-year Multi-Annual Financial Framework (MFF), the European Union defines its political priorities 
and related expenses fixing annual maximum amounts to spend per any priority. As far as the cohesion-policy is 
concerned, in order to take specific needs and features of territories into account, each member state translates the 
objectives through National Operational Programs (NOP) (Programmi Operativi Nazionali - PON) or Regional 
Operational Programs (Programmi Operativi Regionali - POR) included in a National Strategic Framework (Quadro 
Strategico Nazionale - QSN) defined by a Partnership Agreement, negotiated with the European Commission to access 
later on the funds provided. In the cycle 2014-2020 the Union has destined 376 billions of Euros to the cohesion-
policy on a total of 1.082 billions. It is about 40% of the total of the financial commitments. Hence it can be understood 
how much the EU points at an integrated approach among the territories of the member states, characterized by 
different specificities. Thanks to the Partnership Agreement negotiated with each single state, the Union acknowledges 
their own specific features each and exalts participative local development, in particular from the different levels of 
local government, since a European economic cohesion cannot be reached without a greater attention to territorial 
impact of EU policies. The single countries are not called to modify their administrative structure by establishing 
metropolitan bodies according to definitions prearranged from above. On the contrary, they are legitimized to choose 
the modalities to manage both metropolitan chances and problems. They shall grant particular statuses to single 
territories or decide whether to associate several contiguous areas according to specific functions, with a view to a 
variable structure. Cohesion-policy shall be seen, under a multidimensional view, ensuring that investments of 
different priority axes of one or more operational programs can combine for pluri-dimensional interventions or among 
several sectors. This is implemented through Integrated Territorial Investments - ITI. It is through regional policy, 
starting from not exclusively physical subjects, like social wealth, employment and economic development, that it is 
possible to come to a space planning management of the whole European territory, whose urban systems are the focal 
points. About 70 % of the European population lives in a urban area from which more of two thirds of the gross 
domestic product of the whole EU derives. The period of crisis, started in 2007, can be more easily overcome if the 
European urban network will be able to take up the challenge of an integrated approach in realizing a smart, sustainable 
and inclusive society. In fact, if on one side cities represent the engine of economy, on the other they amplify social 
unrest - such as poverty, unemployment and exclusion - and environmental issues - such as pollution, resource 
management, territorial planning. Planning and the search for political tools to pursue a sustainable urbanization 
clearly turn out to be complex tasks, implying on one side overcoming sectorial logics, that is to say thematic 
interventions untied between them, and on the other, the choice of a more suitable geographical scale in order to 
analyse and cope with specific issues: ...the search for solutions should primarily take place at local, urban level. For 
this purpose, the EU leaves up to member states the power to identify various territorial typologies for the interventions 
to fund: the single quarter, the district, the city-region, the metropolitan area. Once drawn up a strategy of urban 
development and once obtained the necessary proxies by the member state to manage and select projects, it will be 
the local governance to receive the funds. 
 
2. The new 2014-2020 cohesion-policy 
 
With the new european financial cycle, in Europe a wide debate on EU on budgetary policies has been opened. The 
european debate involves in particular the cohesion-policy and the Barca Report (2009) constitutes one of the main 
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reference points of this debate. The report proposes a place-based policy according to which: 1) all the regions shall 
be eligible for the cohesion-policy purpose, in particular if there is an underuse of the local potential and of persistent 
social inequalities; 2) the decision-making process shall avoid that negotiation on resources and their distribution 
among states and regions takes place before the negotiation on objectives and means to achieve them; 3) agglomeration 
- that is to say the concentration of consumers, workers and companies - is an important development factor and hence 
shall be favoured by public intervention. In Europe, where polycentrism is high, economies of scale and growth can 
be generated by networks by connecting big conglomerations and if there is no European public interventions, 
countries tend to give priorities to investments for connections with the heart of Europe, amplifying the advantage of 
the center to outskirts' detriment. Given the economic-financial difficulties that EU and in particular the euro-zone is 
going through, according to the proposals of the European Commission, the cohesion-policy shall be subordinated to: 
a) the macro-economic conditionalities: linking funds to compliance to the parameters provided in the six-pack 
(corrective measures for the reduction of deficit, of debt, sanctions, etc.) by the member states, b) the funding of 
projects consistent with the objectives fixed in the document Europe 2020, in other words the objectives of an economy 
based on knowledge and on innovation; a more efficient economy in terms of resources, a greener and more 
competitive economy (sustainable growth); with a high rate of employment favouring social and territorial cohesion 
(inclusive growth). In the context of a reform, the aim is obtaining tangible results with an effect on the citizens' 
quality of life, the new 2014-2020 cohesion-policies shall be more and more oriented to stimulate real economy 
representing the main tool to achieve the objectives of Europe 2020 strategy, in other words growth and employment, 
fight against climate changes and reduction of energy dependence, of poverty and of social exclusion1, not easy to 
reach all together. Compared to 2007-2013 programming, new policies for sustainable development and urban 
dimension play an important role with specific financial allocations and with a wider involvement of cities as possible 
intermediate bodies of management and implementation of important events, in case it is actually pursued by the 
member states and by Managing Authorities - MA in the related new National and Regional Operational Programs – 
NOP/ROP. In this context, the european urban agenda and the basic choices carried out by the member states play a 
particular role in order to recover a close dialogue with those urban contexts representing the main hope of economic 
recovery. In operational terms, these are development models that shall enhance both the system of metropolitan cities 
- which are already assets of services and chances - and the network of medium-sized cities and rural areas of the 
territory with a particular potential and a high level of environmental quality. With a financial allocation of about a 
third of the whole community budget (351.8 billions on a total of 1.082), the financial tools of the new cohesion-
policies are three: European Regional Development Fund - ERDF supporting small and medium-sized enterprises, 
European Social Fund - ESF favouring the professional training of unemployed and less favoured social categories 
and the cohesion fund, which is destined to countries with an average per capita GDP lower than 90% - of the 
community average. The reform of the cohesion-policy focuses on innovation as a catalyst of growth and 
competitiveness to which most of the resources shall be destined, even with a view to the Smart Specialization 
Strategy. As far as timing is concerned, at the end of November 2013, the Council of Ministers of EU and the european 
parliament reached the agreement on 2014-2020 cohesion-policy and on the budget. This has delayed the closure of 
the agreements on the single regulations concluded in the second half of December 2013 and hence the definition of 
the single Programme Agreements - PA, in other words of the national programs, setting for each member state the 
2014-2020 investment strategy. As to Italy in particular, PA was definitively adopted on October 29, 2014 by the 
european commission at the end of the formal negotiation. Reaching the agreement is condicio sine qua non to close 
dealings between MA and Commission on each OP and it follows the targeting of national and regional Programs. 
However, this dealing has undergone a slowdown due to both the delay in closing PA and, according to some regions, 
also to the lack of the necessary guiding documentation that EU has continued providing and still provides with a 
considerable delay, and also because of the considerable bureaucratic complexity and of the involvement of a growing 
 
 
1 It is a completely new philosophy and an operational approach due mostly to the former minister Fabrizio Barca, consultant wanted by the 
European Commissioner of DG REGIO Danuta Hubner for the reform of cohesion-policies and author of the Barca Report 2009 which has created 
the conditions for the reform itself in an area, the one of structural funds, which is strongly hindered by many states of northern Europe that criticized 
delays and ineffectiveness and in whose framework of défaillances and negative performances of 2007-2013 programming Italy does not come out 
well. 
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number of actors/institutions in the process. This has involved for Italy a condition of different speed with the approval 
by the commission of ROP-ERDF of the regions of central Italy (among which Latium, Umbria, Marche, Emilia 
Romagna and Tuscany) which has taken place in February 2015, followed by the approval of three more ROP - ERDF 
(Sardinia, Friuli Venezia Giulia and Molise) and two NOP-Metropolitan Cities and research and innovation at the end 
of July 2015. As to Italy, in the second half of 2015, the budget of the 2014-2020 approved programs is of 40 out of 
50, since many regions of south Italy where resources are significantly more substantial were absent. 
 
 
3. The Italian national strategy for 2014-2020 cohesion-policies  
 
It is suitable to make reference to two fundamental components of the national strategy of cohesion-policies: the 
strategy for inner areas and the strategy for urban areas. As an Italian specific strategic option wanted by the former 
minister Barca, the strategy for inner areas aims at developing those areas of the territory which are often considered 
as marginal but with a high environmental potential and capable of offering a valid alternative to big urban areas with 
suitable interventions and subject to certain conditions. On the contrary, the strategy for urban areas focuses on the 
relaunch of cities as development engines. This is a strategy seeing in the new cohesion-policies a greater attention to 
a particular allocation of resources. This policy is linked to the european Urban Agenda and to the specific descriptions 
by the member states and by the GA, though with differentiated results throughout Europe and also in the Italian case 
between the single regions. One of the main novelties concerns the development and the territorial growth for the 
enhancement of heritage of Inner Areas and, hence, the access to specific resources through NOP that, differently 
from the past and in a completely new strategic reformulation, will concern also the most developed Italian regions in 
terms of eligibility and not only areas of convergence as it was made in the former planning. This is an issue close to 
the heart of the former minister Barca and that finds its place in the PA as a special contribution to the national strategy 
balancing policy for cities and is part of the implementation of the european Urban Agenda and of its specific 
expressions at national and local level. In the work made by Barca, inner areas of the territory are identified according 
to criteria defining a service offer (education, health services, railway accessibility) and hence a good quality of life. 
The latter can lead already resident people to stay or others to move to these decentralized not densely urbanized inner 
areas. Special pilot projects are dedicated to these areas and are under study in each context. For these areas recourse 
shall be made to several community funds (ERDF, ESF) together with the schedule of dedicated resources in the 
stability law. Furthermore, more than to a call for tender, recourse shall be made to set the intervention within a system 
of planning tools and hence through negotiation systems such as framework Programme Agreements (also applying 
mechanisms such as ITI or CLLD2). The aim of the operation is to introduce ordinary policies for school, health and 
mobility, consistent with the potentialities, for the quality of life and environment, of that part of the Italian inner 
territory that is less favoured by dynamics of development, exchange, chances and growth typical of big urban centers. 
Another particularly interesting aspect of the strategy of inner areas is premiality towards suitable forms of service 
associations, between several municipalities involved in the same area-project, functional to long-term sustainability 
of the strategy and such as to fully align their ordinary action with local development projects funded but the 
development isn’t possible without a policy for private firm support, workers instruction. The new cohesion-policy 
more strongly acknowledges the role of cities and of territories in the european regional development, taking on 
polycentrism as a key value in a system made up by on one side strong metropolitan regions and, on the other, urban 
areas that can supply a good accessibility to services of general economic interest. This is a system which is rich in 
cities and neighbouring urban areas where on the whole about 70% of the European population lives. It is not a case 
that the european Urban Agenda, together with the european Digital Agenda, constitute two of the basic documents 
of the Europe 2020 strategy, whose national and local expressions represent the reference point for the actions and the 
interventions to develop through 2014-2020 cohesion-policies. Hence in the new planning a greater involvement of 
the local level is acknowledged, also to recover a close dialogue with the urban contexts representing the main hope 
of recovery for economy and that can be more and more acknowledged as laboratories of effective, innovative and 
 
 
2ITI - Integrated Territorial Investment. CLLD - Community Lead Local Development 
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rich experimentations of the last years. The Urban Agenda and hence the specific urban strategy of a single territory 
reflects and reinforce the notion of place-based, in other words the specificity of the territorial assets of a particular 
territory. The new cohesion-policy schedules a precise allocation of at least 5% of ERDF resources to innovative 
integrated actions with the possibility to give specific managing powers to the cities as intermediate bodies or Urban 
Authorities - UA. Not only does this give recognition to the cities, in particular metropolitan cities, but gives them a 
higher degree of responsibility, leveraging on multilevel, multiactor policy and on participative management with a 
strong involvement of citizens (functional economic areas are metropolitan, but in Italy the government of 
development policy is given to municipalities, this is a long term Italian shortcoming). In Italy - the european member 
state with the highest number of cities - polycentrism constitutes an important asset and cohesion-policies represent a 
strategic chance. Enhancing the system of cities has seen on one side the recent building of metropolitan urban areas 
and on the other the identification of particularly valuable inner areas for a long time with allocation of specific 
resources through dedicated NOP and synergies between ordinary and community resources. It shall also be 
underlined that the METRO-NOP has been approved by the EU at the end of July 2015. As to medium-sized cities 
with important territorial functions, such as the capitals of provinces, the national strategy acknowledges their key 
roles stating that the reserve of 5% for integrative actions of urban sustainability takes place through ROP-EFRD. The 
Interministerial Committee for Urban Policies-PUCI, set up in 2012, has the aim of drawing up a national Urban 
Agenda considered as a new ordinary policy for cities3. The document, that was approved on March 23, 2013, has 
identified four macro-areas - local welfare and education, mobility, urban requalification innovation and tourism, local 
finance and governance. The main outlines of sustainable urban development have been taken from PA and are 
structured according to the following three drivers: 
1. Redesigning and modernizing urban services for residents and city-users; 
2. Practices and programming for social inclusion for the weakest segments of population and for needy areas and 
neighborhoods; 
3. Strengthening the capacity of the city to boost valuable local segments of global production chains. 
Together with a fourth driver that each region identifies on the basis of its own peculiarities and potentialities and, 
however with reference to OT5 and OT64, the three drivers represent subject areas of priority intervention partly 
integrable among them and notable also for the functions ensured by cities to the wider territory gravitating on them. 
As to metropolitan cities, for which NOP-METRO is designed, the main beneficiaries are the 14 Italian cities that 
have already been identified by national law (Naples, Rome, Turin, Venice, Florence, Bari, Bologna, Genoa, Milan 
and Reggio Calabria) and with regional laws in special status regions (Cagliari, Catania, Messina and Palermo). These 
are multi-fund measures that shall weigh upon and enhance development models consistent with the union strategy 
for a smart, sustainable and inclusive growth and to achieve economic, social and territorial cohesion. Compared to 
medium-sized programming, which is in ROP-ERDF programming of each single region, NOP-METRO is 
particularly interesting since it follows a definition linked to still ongoing regulatory evolution. In this short report, 
however, we will focus only on some interesting passages of the whole programming, postponing the discussion to 
the information and details supplied by the Department for Development and Economic Cohesion-DSP, which has 
the task to define and finalize the program. The technical note of February 10, 2014, accompanying the launch of the 
NOP-Metropolitan Areas, indicates the paradigm Smart city as a transversal issue for redesigning and modernizing 
urban services through investment plans to improve network infrastructures and public services and with direct and 
measurable fallouts on resident citizens and on city-users. Among the main results expected there are: increase in 
sustainable mobility in urban areas; reduction of energy consumptions in buildings and in public structures or in 
structures intended for public use, residential and non residential structures; spread of digital services through the 
realization of services allowing to reduce physical transfers and to accelerate execution times of documents 
(relationships of companies and of citizens with public administrations). With reference to the version of July 22, 
2014 of NOP-METRO, it is interesting to notice how the competitive advantage of big urban areas is acknowledged. 
 
 
3 CIPU was established with law nr. 134/2012 with the task of coordinating urban policies enforced by central administrations and harmonizing 
them with regions and local authorities within a perspective of growth, of social inclusion and territorial cohesion. 
4 OT5 - Climate and environmental risks (Promoting climate change adaptation, risk prevention and management), OT6 - Environmental protection 
and enhancement of cultural and environmental resources (Protecting environment and promoting an effective use of resources). 
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They are considered as places of services, chances of cultural offer, higher education and development/capacity of 
setting up a business, since they are real laboratories of innovation. It is an international phenomenon and trend, but 
in Italy it sees dynamics of urban conglomerations in the different regional contexts as the result of settlement 
processes that, in their historical evolution and in relation to the administrative boundaries, define differentiated 
metropolitan configurations at town planning and functional levels. Hence we switch from development models and 
time evolutions differentiating, for example, Rome, where substantial percentages of population, infrastructures and 
services are concentrated, from Milan and Naples, where on the contrary systems at regional extension take shape.  
 
 
4. Some conclusive remarks 
 
All the aforesaid considerations shall however be read also in the light of the reorganization of provinces pursuant 
the law Delrio5, whereas provinces will continue operating as non elective second level bodies where mayors of the 
territories shall have a substantial new role in the would-be governing bodies. Together with the so much discussed 
trend of a possible future reorganization in macro-regions, this latter aspect could give the boost to favour interregional 
dynamics based on concrete phenomena of innovation and competitiveness as underlined also by the Smart 
Specialization6. As well as the obvious chances offered by the financial resources made available by the 2014-2020 
community programming, some critical aspects emerge from the previous analysis that are worthwhile underlining. 
The first problem concerns the definition of the strategies. There is little doubt that there is a strategy of the european 
programming aiming at a smart, sustainable and inclusive growth as objective of the cohesion-policy according to the 
vision of Europa 2020. This general strategy finds its expression through 11 TO (Thematic Objectives) and, as to 
Urban Agenda, in 3 drivers (PA), in priority axes (3 axes in NOP-METRO and several axes in ROP) and strategic 
actions. A specific strategy is absent identifying the vision for each city (be it a metropolitan city or a medium-sized 
city). The indication of urban development of the Urban Agenda is too general and, at the same time, drivers, priority 
axes and related actions are only some of the scopes on which cities can direct their sustainable development 
(regardless of the fact of whether to obtain european funds). Each city should first identify its own vision of the future, 
express it in axes and actions through its own Strategic Plan and hence verify if they can be part of those that can be 
financed through the european structural funds of investment (regardless of whether or not they can be included in the 
specific ones of the Urban Agenda or in other thematic objectives). There could be objectives that are not provided by 
the econuropean policies that however cities could pursue through their ordinary policies and/or their private funds. 
Metropolitan Cities represent an important development chance that has been seized lately if compared to the other 
European countries, in particular they have been enforced without facing fundamental issues and above all without 
scheduling an adequate basic financing system, with the risk of making them ineffective. The issue of financing 
remains crucial to avoid losing an important chance that has been postponed for too long. 
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5 Law nr.56 of April 7, 2014 Provisions on Metropolitan Cities, on Provinces, on unions and fusions of Municipalities. For further information see 
specific news posted on the website Governo.it. 
6 Strategy of Smart Specialization (SS) means the definition of an integrated and place-based trajectory of territorial development through the of 
resources/competences and of the innovative potential of territories and the selection of priorities in terms of production sectors and technological 
fields, to focus investments. SS is oriented to build a competitive durable advantage based on the capacity of production diversification and 
technological specialization in order to adapt territorial production systems to the rapid and constant change in the conditions of the economic 
system and of the market. 
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